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Hybridity within the ‘Third Space’:  Discuss how certain artists navigate from the ‘Third Space’ by 

questioning and problematising cultural binaries through the subject matter of their practice.  
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The ever-haunting question’s of ‘who you are?’ and ‘where do you belong?’ have been tied 

to traditional notions of identity and the development of the human psyche throughout 

history. The advances in aeronautical engineering, and the extraordinary growth and 

accessibility of air travel have resulted in a transformation of individual mobility combined 

more recently with the internet have acted as the primary enablers in the rapid spread of 

globalisation. The ‘self’ is now bombarded with a continuously expanding diverse set of 

influences, which further complicate questions of identity. The result of this is that both the 

artists and the work they produce are increasingly hard to put into a simple box and 

categorise.   

 

The moment a person is defined as a ‘hybrid’ individual they do not fit conveniently with the 

anthropological ‘norm’ of our environment. The ‘norm’ being the cascade of a family unit living in 

a community for a prolonged period of time, with an established network of friendships and family 

within an easy reach if not in the same geographical location, for whom travel typically equates to 

short holidays trips somewhere different. Their global exposure is as tourist’s, experiencing 

controlled bites of the outside world only to scuttle back to their comfort zone. For a hybrid the 

simple question ‘where are you from?’ requires reflection. They probably have a long and short 

answer prepared. For me, I was born in England but am half American and have lived in Indonesia, 

the UAE, the USA and Malaysia. The short? I am British but grew up overseas. Communication 

between hybrids and non-hybrids can frequently be a struggle as each try to bridge the gap between 

them to find common ground. Possibly due to preconceptions about exotic foreign lifestyle that 

may be exacerbated when looking out over Yorkshires landscape on a bleak February afternoon. 

The hybrid learns to adapt his or her answers. D.Elliot dictates ‘If the knife cuts both ways, with a 
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loose definition of origin, it’s easy to feel like you are not from anywhere’.1 In other words they 

can sit in a kind of ‘third space’.  

 

The construction of a ‘hybrid’ individual is associated with the effects of multiple cultural 

attachments and interactions, which directly influence the development of identity. This individual 

develops a perception that draws from beyond their first culture (their birth culture) and their 

second culture (their new culture/s), making them (n)either or (n)or, thus establishing a ‘third 

culture’ or ‘third space’.2 For the purpose of this text I will pay particular attention to Homi 

Bhabha’s theory of the ‘third space’, and use it to explore the notion of hybridity as a product of 

cultural diffusion. This questions the relationship between cultural identity and art. Bhabha claims 

that, within the ‘third space’ ‘we will find those words with which we can speak to ourselves and 

others’, communicating from both of the binaries and beyond. As a result of exploring the ‘third 

space’, he suggests ‘we may elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of ourselves’.3. 

Sakamoto elaborates this further, describing this space as: ‘[the] borderline culture of hybridity is a 

powerful and creative ‘third space’, through which ‘newness enters the world’, subverting the 

authority of the dominant discourse’, which produces a cultural phenomenon of mixing unique 

entities to create ‘a third, wholly indistinguishable category where origin and home are 

indeterminate’. 45    

 

Individual artists that develop hybrid identities create forms of art that navigate the artist's own 

version of the ‘third space’. They can produce art concepts that raise awareness of humanitarian 

issues and voice strong socio-political concerns that they see when critiquing the power of binary-

based models of identification. However, by identifying and exaggerating a particular concern, the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Daniel Elliott,'Inside The Life Of A Third Culture Kid-New Global Citizen'(New Global Citizen,2013) 
<http://newglobalcitizen.com/citizen-diplomacy/inside-the-life-of-a-third-culture-kid> 
[accessed25February2015]. 
2David Pollock,Ruth Van Reken,Third Culture Kids:Growing up Among 
Worlds(Boston:NicholasBrealeyPub,2009).xi-300,p.14. 
3HomiKBhabha,The Location Of Culture(London:Routledge,1994)1-397p.56. 
4Torika Bolatagici,‘Claiming the (n)either/(n)or of ‘third space’:(re)presenting hybrid identity and the 
embodiment of mixed race’,Journal of Intercultural Studies25:1(2004),p.78. 
5Ibid,p.76. 
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hybrid individual breaks boundaries. This act or transgression generates a reaction from those 

whose power is based o 

in that binary, pushing the individual further into the ‘third space’ as if it were into a margin. This 

act of rejection, when looking at artists Shirin Neshat and Lalla Essaydi in section 3/2, and their 

connection to the Middle East results in the development of a hybrid response and creative identity 

that is fueled by repression and rejection. They achieved this through their ability to compare the 

binaries of East and West.  

 

Identity without borders is constrained by language and the ubiquitous habit of ‘labeling’. Labeling 

grinds down identity using grammar and punctuation. A common way to address a hybrid 

individual is to hyphenate, for example, Singaporean – English. However, the hyphen does nothing 

to reveal the complexities of an individual that is of mixed identities. Instead it visually and 

grammatically stands to represent a ‘juncture; a chasm that cannot be united’.6 This sense of 

frustration for the artist that draws links from society’s lack of acknowledgment of the individual’s 

identity beyond the surface layer is one that can be seen expressed through the work of many 

hybrid artists. I will question why, in our current global climate, there is still a need to group people 

under the culture they ‘represent’, especially in the art world.  

 

English born artist Bharti Kher, is frequently confronted by this when asked about her representing 

India, she responds that India is so incredibly large that it takes four hours to fly from North India 

to the South, (which is roughly the distance from London to Moscow). To take on and represent 

India’s huge demographic, with 400 living dialects and languages and a population of almost two 

billion. Bharti comments, ‘How can I possibly answer such a question, the answer is that I can’t’.7 

Within section 3/3, I will look at how artists Yinka Shonibare and Bhati Kher express concerns of 

hybridity, with attention to ideas of cultural authenticity. When artists are asked to represent 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6Ibid,p.75. 
7Susan Silas,Chrysanne Stathacos,A Conversation With Bharti Kher(MOMMY,2013) 
<http://www.mommybysilasandstathacos.com/2013/11/01/a-conversation-with-bharti-kher/> [accessed4 
March2015]. 
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countries, particularly in biennials, what does it really mean to represent a country in its entirety? 

There seems to be a limited approach to categorisation in the art world that is comfortably 

grounded in the past that does not take into account the current global dynamic and melting pot of 

cultures. Traditional grouping of artists under cultural and geographic location needs to be re-

established in light of globalisation. Currently we see: The Indian show; Greek or the British show 

- this form of nationalism needs to be reconfigured to reflect the much broader base of influences 

and backgrounds.8 

 

Through this paper, I will argue that the work produced by these artists is a form of ‘critical 

hybridity’. Which when channeled through art, involves awareness and a new take on the dynamics 

of group formation and social inequality.9 Meaning that despite the fact they are a product of both 

East and West, society will still judge them by their appearance. Hence it is up to the individual to 

overcome notions of cultural authenticity and identity, and accept their space in-between. Or, as 

Shonibare puts it, ‘confuse them’ through the subject matter of art. Then, by making them question 

their quick judgment, the hybrid raises awareness of how stereotyping enforces aspects of social 

inequality. The collection of artists and theorists considered center their practice on cultural identity 

in a global society, by exploring the afflictions of exile, transnationalism, hybridity, displacement 

and alienation, which are recurring themes these individuals experience when rejected from the 

binaries. Looking at the interstices between colliding cultures creates a liminal space ‘which gives 

rise to something different, something new and unrecognizable, a new area of negotiation of 

meaning and representation’.10 In this between space, new cultural identities are formed, reformed 

and constantly in a state of becoming. Artists at work within the ‘third space’, speak of a creative 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8Silas,Stathacos. 
9Pieterse,Jan Nederveen.Hybridity,‘So What?The Anti-Hybridity Backlash and the Riddles of 
Recognition’,Theory,Culture & Society(SAGE Publications Ltd 2001),p.239. 
10Johnston, Ingrid, Richardson, George,‘Homi Bhabha and Canadian Curriculum Studies:Beyond the 
Comforts of the Dialectic’,Journal of the Canadian Association for Curriculum Studies,10(2012),p.122. 
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edge that derives from the condition of being in a place that simultaneously is and is not ones 

home.11   

 

Within the contemporary art world the politics of difference is thriving, as new, boundary breaking, 

and innovative. Marcel Duchamp hybridized art creating pieces that ‘read against the grain’.12 

Surrealism took this further, and with that, lead to conceptual and installation art. However, what 

happens when it’s not just the art object that is hybridized, but the identity of the artist as well? 

Pieterse states that ‘Recognition’ refers to the willingness to socially or publically validate or 

affirm differences, as they are perceived. But what if they’re not being perceived? Like Pieterse, I 

believed that hybridity has been present, constantly in a state of redefinition of its own identity 

through history, representing the very flow of progression and interconnectivity. What is 

problematic is not hybridity but the fetishism of the boundaries that have marked so much of 

history. Boundaries are apparent and emphasized throughout history, whereas hybridity is now seen 

as unusual or revolutionary. Individuals that are in-between the binary divisions, hybrid 

individuals, have been present for generations. It could be said that the hybridity sprouts from 

motivation fueled by curiosity and a pioneering desire to seek knowledge and break set class 

boundaries; to not ‘be happy with your lot’ and to demand more.   

 

Recognition and difference are a function of the existing identities and boundaries that are available 

on social and cultural maps. Recognition is part of the process of the struggle over cognition. Take 

any exercise in social mapping and it’s the hybrids that are missing. In models and arrangements of 

multiculturalism the hybrids are not counted, or accommodated.13 It is within this state of being 

unrecognised that the artist searches for identity within the binary. According to Harvey ‘the main 

thrust of hybrid thinking concerns cultural hybridity, including art.’14 However, it is through their 

art, we can see subtle evidence of how they have socially mapped themselves in light of their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11Amherst,'The Third Space: Cultural Identity Today| Amherst College',2015 
<https://www.amherst.edu/museums/mead/exhibitions/2008/thirdspace>[accessed25February2015]. 
12Pieterse,p.239. 
13Ibid,p.220. 
14Ibid,p.223. 
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absence from the traditional social spectrum. An absence that they play with in their practice, as 

they constantly reform and strengthen their identity through their analysis of the binaries and 

production of critically hybrid work.  

 

For many critics cultural homogenization is a negative process. For others, hybridity is the product 

of mutual interaction, and a preferable way to view intercultural processes in contrast to models 

such as the exotic ‘Other’. Hybridity has emerged as a concern, because the relationship between 

art and culture now occurs in a global economic context. Culture has acquired a transnational 

meaning where art is no longer bounded by local cultures, because virtually all art is exportable in 

one form or another. ‘The intercultural is the culture of our time’.15 

 

This paper will discuss the need for new modes of critical thinking, in light of the place that art 

inherits within a global spectrum. While in turn discovering how these artists found peace within 

the search for cultural identification, I will examine how through their work their identities 

developed. Aiming, not to map out the interventions that artists have made, or to account for the 

political consequences of their gestures, but to see how the interconnection of these actions is part 

of an ongoing attempt to grasp the emerging senses of identity and the complex forms of relations 

with others that occur in the everyday.16 In addition to concluding this study with a double 

perspective, part theoretical and part discursive methodology, reflecting on my own levels of 

engagement with art, politics and hybridity. It is an attempt to reflect on broad trajectories, and 

imaginatively construct the paths of hybridity, which have occurred in the lives of these artists, to 

produce a sense of a world that is forged when art is constructed in the ‘third space’. 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15Steven Leuthold,Cross-Cultural Issues In Art (Abingdon, Oxon:Routledge,2011),pp.25-26.  
16Nikos Papastergiadis,Spatial Aesthetics(London:Rivers Oram,2006),p.10. 
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Introduction to the Hybrid Artist 

 

For an individual who physically and mentally shifts to and from in-between the binaries, identity 

is called in to question. This leaves them in a constant state of redefinition of their position within 

the spectrum of the in-between. The need to redefine, find or be accepted by the cultural binary, 

which they feel they should belong, stems from the traditional cultural fetishism of socio-

stereotype casting. The need for a valid ‘legal’ cultural identification of the self, which then has to 

be registered by the crest and ten digit code in your passport. In light of the spread of migration, 

nationalisation and global waves of cultural transference, the binaries have to make way to accept 

people that are swept into the ‘third cultural’ current. A ‘third culture’, that has been catching and 

collecting members of the in-between, creating and building their own floating global tribe.17 If you 

were flying from one space to the other, the ‘third space’, could be contemplated between take-off 

and landing. Which is why, in the age of globalisation, our cultural landscape is dominated by the 

metaphor of flight.18 	  

Across the spectrum of hybrid artists I have put forward, all encounter obstacles that society 

imposed on them, which has influenced the development of their practice and identity. Issues of 

stereotyping them in terms of gender, race and religion, which in some cases meant their careers 

were delayed for Lalla Essaydi, or in Shirin Neshat and her exile. Artist Ashley Bickerton, is a 

hybrid identity that links all of the areas of the spectrum, as an individual that society did not 

discriminate or try to categorise prior to his fame, he is the result of his own labelling. With no 

restrictions from society’s preconceived system to categorise people, he is a hybrid artist that had 

complete freedom of choice as a western middle class white male and as an affluent cultural 

chameleon. Allowing him to shape and govern his own practice and ask his own questions about 

what aspect of the ‘everyday’ his art should be addressing. When society pushed, he was able to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17Pico,Iyer,'Where Is Home?(Ted,2013) <http://www.ted.com/talks/pico_iyer_where_is_home?language=en> 
[accessed25February2015]. 
18 Papastergiadis,p.8. 
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detach himself before society permanently compartmentalised him, which he did by creating his 

own world within a world. 

At the California Institute of the Arts in 1980, Ashley’s practice shifted from film to painting. 

Following a talk by Jack Goldstien, Bickerton wrote to him claiming he could do his paintings 

better than he could, and that he was moving to New York. On his arrival he went to Goldsteins 

studio and was given five photographs, an 11ft canvas and a note that said ‘paint on this’. He then 

reapplied and was accepted to the Whitney Program on his second attempt.19 

 

The Politics of Representation 

 

Spending his adolescence migrating from one place that spoke funny English to another, Ashley, 

‘ended up speaking in five dialects of English, all of them completely in comprehensible from the 

other’. Giving him ‘a key to the bizarre perspective of the elasticity of Language’.20 The first piece 

of work he produced in New York was ‘Susie’, inspired by how ‘form defines content, content 

defines form’, particularly the photographs in Sherrie Levine’s presidents series.21 He wanted to 

distance himself from the norm as much as he could, by not playing along with what was expected. 

Like fellow hybrid artists Bharti Kher and Yinka Shonibare, he focuses on themes of 

misconception and toys with the meanings of objects, symbols and what people believe, in order to 

‘confuse’ them by sculpting an artistic dialogue from his surroundings. A dialogue we see emerge 

in Bickerton’s work at first with the Neo-Geo’ pieces that satirised consumerism. Most of the 

artists I will discuss start with a ready-made aesthetic, Bharti-her bindi, Yinka with his Dutch wax, 

Bickerton however, began looking at language first, then aesthetics, starting with the word ‘Susie’. 

Playing with the fun linguistic connotations of ‘Susie’, which de-formalizes its derivative Susan. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Fredi Fischli, Niels Olsen,'Conversation With Ashley Bickerton',(Terpentin.2014) 
<http://www.terpentin.org/en/conversation-ashley-bickerton> [accessed12March2015]. 
20Ibid.  
21Ibid. 
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Applying ‘Susie’ to an object that isn’t aesthetically fun or ‘Susie’ like, he found an artistic brand 

name for his Neo-Geo phase. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  

Figure 1.Ashley,Bickerton.Abstract Painting for People 4 (Bad)(lacquer,acrylic on 
polymer resin&plywood,anodized-aluminium)68x48x15in.1987 

 
	  

Figure 2.Ashley,Bickerton.Still Life(mixed-media-leather)86.4x158.8x90.2cm.1988 
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Dubbed by the media as the ‘Fantastic Four’, in 1986 Jeff Koons, Peter Halley, Ashley Bickerton 

and Meyer Vaisman exhibited at the Sonnabend Gallery, New York, marking the start of the ‘Neo-

Geo’ movement. 22Ashley’s elastic-linguistic tongue in cheek character shines through in his piece 

in ‘Figure 1’.  

 

 As time passed, Bickerton felt increasingly suffocated by New York and by his own branding, 

‘Neo-Geo’, ‘Fantastic Four’ became a his introductory tag, with no positive way for him or his 

work to be anything else but pitted against the very show that made him famous. Koons and 

Bickerton are a comparison in contrasts. In a recent interview with The Observer, Koons is 

portrayed as a ‘fashion’ tool, hob-knobbing with the art worlds champagne elite. Bickerton now 

criticises his early work as ‘parodies of Donald Judd’ the minimalist.23 However Bickerton’s work 

at the time was a reflection on how his inner creativity was being cemented down by the New York 

expectations. Koon’s stayed and basked, Bickerton fled. The media had categorized Ashley, and as 

the New York ‘made way for the artists of the next fifteen minutes’, he had out stayed his fame and 

so had his cynical consumerist art.24 

In 1993, Ashley announced that he wanted to make traditional paintings, so joined a group of 

conceptualists and went to Sao Paolo, Brazil. 25 Amongst the group was a similar nomadic artist, 

Rirkrit Trivani, born in Argentina, the son of a Thai diplomat growing up in Thailand, Ethiopia, 

and Canada. Trivani regarded ‘traditional’ art practice such as drawing and painting as a form of 

‘slow art’, where his work consisted of ‘disturbing or preparing food in galleries’. Ashley remained 

in Brazil, while the other artists returned to New York.26 Brazil became more of a handicap than an 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22Roberta Smith,ART:4YOUNG EAST VILLAGERS(Nytimes,1986) 
<http://www.nytimes.com/1986/10/24/arts/art-4-young-east-villagers-at-sonnabend-
gallery.html?pagewanted=1>[accessed7February2015]. 
23Miller,M.H,'Burned Out On Bali:An Apocalyptic Conversation With Ashley Bickerton',(Observer,2013 
<http://observer.com/2013/09/burned-out-on-bali-an-apocalyptic-conversation-with-ashley-bickerton/> 
[accessed1March2015]. 
24Anthony Haden-Guest,True Colors(New York:Atlantic Monthly Press,1996),p.142. 
25Haden-Guest,p.323. 
26Ibid. 
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artistic haven, a two hour drive, a ferry and more, just to get a paint brush, let alone a phone call’, it 

was time to relocate.27  

 

Creating a world within a world 

 

 ‘If you took an orange, and stuck a pin through it in New York you come up just South of Bali’.28  

 

Which is where Bickerton ended up two years later, and he couldn’t be farther away from New 

York if he tried. His intentions were to set up a world within a world. Bickerton wanted to change 

the conversation to the ‘every day’ in Bali. However, parallels kept being drawn between his 

migration to the tropics and Gauguin’s Fiji. As an admirer of the work of Gauguin, Bickerton 

makes it clear that his art is a reflection of the realistic worldview and not Gauguin’s Tahiti. Tired 

of the comparison, instead of trying to resist the new tag, he just went with it. Saying if they 

wanted Gauguin, then that’s what he would give them. Commenting on Bali’s ‘every day; in 

relation to the tropical paradise of Gauguin’s, he ‘saw these not as pretty scenes, but images to 

decorate the apocalypse’, seen in ‘Figures 3-4’.29 He comments that within all his work on ‘cultural 

landscapes’ there is a common worldview, referring to a comment made by Holland Cutter, 

‘(Bickerton) offers a world view that is basically an end of the world view, beyond solution, 

beyond revolution, the terrible wonder of Art’.30   

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27M.H,Miller. 
28HGMasters,'Artasiapacific:Ashley Bickerton',(Indonesia,2013) 
<http://artasiapacific.com/Magazine/84/AshleyBickerton> [accessed1March2015]. 
29Steve Miller,'ASHLEY BICKERTON:Bali High(Musee,2014)<http://museemagazine.com/art-
2/features/ashley-bickerton-bali-high/>[accessed10February2015]. 
30S,Miller. 
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 ‘Taksu’ is a Balinese word for when your hair stands up on your neck, this physicality of emotion, 

is how he feels about his own practice.31 Clearly needing this segregation to the extent of making 

his own world to work in, Bickerton’s problem is the façade of Western society, which almost 

seems like instead of facing it he fled.  

 

 In a visit to Bali, the Lehman gallery owner comments on his ‘anti villa-villa, being a Bickerton 

sculpture in its entirety.32 The entrance is marked by a ‘pair of tumescent green pillars’, which are 

Bickertonian serpents, that mock the rape of Balinese culture by foreign tourists out for a good 

time, reflective of his early Bali works in ‘Figure 3’. The chain of buildings in traditional Balinese 

teak style with thatched roofs, also take in a Dr. Seuss childish mythicalism .33  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31HGMasters. 
32M.H,Miller. 
33HGMasters. 

Figure 3.Ashley,Bickerton.The Five Stages.(acrylic,pencil,photograph,plywood)1218x 
2440mm.1998 
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East ,West and ‘in-between’ 

 

In the 2005 ‘Translation’ exhibit in Paris, hybridity and artists of the ‘in-between’ were recognised. 

Rather than being labelled a British artist –American artist, it focused on their ‘social singularity, 

and their difference, through multiple ‘translations’ in both sense of the word: ‘to displace’ and ‘to 

translate’. Twenty-two artists where part of the collective including a film by Shirin Neshat, Dutch 

wax sculpture by Yinka Shonibare and a 1993 sculpture by Ashley Bickerton.34 

 

In a more recent show at the Saatchi Gallery in London, one of Bickerton’s Neo-Geo works, and 

Yinka’s series seen in ‘Figure 21’ featured in ‘Post-Pop:East meets West’.  However, the 

controversy of labelling was ever apparent, as Ashley was the ‘American artist’ commenting on 

consumerism and Yinka was a ‘British artist’ commenting on art history, the themes where broad 

and in using their early works, their ‘in-between’ identities where not a on the agenda.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34Deste,'TRANSLATION(DESTE,Athens,Greece,2005)<http://deste.gr/exhibition/translation-palais-de-
tokyo/> [accessed12March2015]. 
 

Figure 4.Ashley,Bickerton.Yellow Canoe(acrylic,digital print, 
carved wood,coconut,mother of pearl-coin inlay)72x86x7in.2006 
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Shifting from using live models to construct his paintings, these ‘bio-morphic’ abstract women in 

‘Figures 6-7’ allow him to play with multiplicities that his identity is a blend of. Regurgitating the 

aesthetics of beauty that he has accumulated, and sculpting it into his recent works. As we finally 

see a projection of the cultural fusion that Ashley has absorbed into his culturally hydric ‘m-DNA’ 

women, or as he puts it the ‘Atheist Madonna’s’.  

Situated ‘in-between’ the wall and the sculpture his other ‘m-DNA’ works spring out of chaotic 

worlds they are sculpted in, almost like windows into Bickerton’s sub-cultural conscious space ‘in 

between’ walls and floors.  His other works in this series seemingly start as wall sculptures of 

portraits in their own camouflage.  

 

Borders can mean very different things; depending on which side of them you stand and how easily 

you can cross them. 35 Bickerton is all about breaking boundaries or rather dismissing barriers.  

However, it’s how, when and why these artist have crossed them and how it affected their practice 

on par with their identity. Bharti with her reflections of Asian verse Western paradigms with her 

elephant sculptures, laced with bindi’s and her outrageous sculptures of hybrid female form. Her 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35David Morley,‘Belongings:Place, space and identity in a mediated world’,European Journal of Cultural 
Studies,4(2001),p.431.	  

Figure 5.Ashley,Bickerton.Red Scooter Nocturne(acrylic,digital 
print-plastic-laminate on wood) 

65.5x76.75x5in.2010	  
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work is about empowering women by displaying their strength on the outside rather than hiding it. 

Similarly Shirin, though fiercely political and revolutionary seeks to empower those who are 

silenced, through her own art which derives from her exile and strong sense of loyalty to her 

Persian culture. Lalla Essaydi, is less political, but equally influenced by the borders from her 

Middle Eastern upbringing, she seeks to open doors to places forbidden by a male dominated 

culture. Yinka Shonibare simply laughs at barriers making a parody of colonialism as he sidled into 

the art scene, using a comically critical approach.  

 

All the artists I will discuss make sure that their process of producing work and the medium they 

use are not fixed to their identity. This transience reflects their creative state of mind. The mixed 

media is a source for layering messages in their art. Bindi’s, Dutch wax, collages, photography, 

Photoshop, film, paint, clay, fiberglass. All the artist reflect transitions in culture as well as their 

Figure 6.Ashley,Brickerton.m-DNA.Mitochondrial 
Eve/Viral Mother(Clay caste in metal)2013 

 
Figure 7. Ashley Bickerton, White Head I, acrylic, digital 

print and plastic laminate on wood, 2012. 
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own lives. Shirin and Ashley are similarly nomadic, Ashley divides his time between his New York 

scene and Bali. He is not exiled by the force of politics rather he is in creative exile. Though the 

New York art scene repels him, it was this scene that launched his career and has supported him in 

now his third come back. This love –hate relationship is similar to Shirin’s of the West. It shields 

her but was also the instigator of her exile. The spectrum of influences be they political and 

humanitarian, or cultural representation and the misconceptions of people in the binaries, it is a 

cycle within the spectrum of cause and effect that shape these artists and their work.  
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Shirin Neshat 

2/3 

 

What if, an artist produces a body of work, which is built in response to the socio- analytical 

observations that they make, as they navigate between the binaries? 

To explore this, I will question this form of creative critical hybrid art through tracing a collection 

of artist’s practices and the development of their identity. This is followed with an analysis of their 

artistic style in relation to their condition ‘in-between’ the binaries. I propose that the pre-existence 

of hybridity is in part a product of colonialism and nationalism, now surpassed by globalisation. 

Hybridity has a wide rage of meanings associated to it in art, where there are no particular rules for 

creating art. Hybrid artists express their experiences in different ways, and respond in the form of a 

creative dialogue in attempt to understand their position in the in-between. If their ‘old’ culture is a 

cause for clashes with their ‘new’ situation it creates a basis for juxtaposing seemingly unrelated 

things. Dissecting this concept you could say that hybridity is a way of blending and coalescing 

ideas.   

‘Hybridity, it is argued, is not authentic, it is without roots, and hybridity is in fact only for the elite 

and does not reflect social realities on the ground.36This antithetic is based on defining the hybrid 

as fake having been created by a false situation. One could argue this if you view closeted 

expatriate communities as enclaves of pampered perpetual holidaymakers with ‘the tennis-all-day-

too busy to shop and cook, but who cares I have a maid’ in a kind of frozen colonial paradigm.  

 

Is this ‘fake’ culture? 

Or is it its own ‘third space’. 

Do artists whom rebel against their own culture actually belong to that culture anymore or have 

they destroyed it and created a new paradigm? 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36Steven,Engler,'Umbanda And Hybridity',Numen, 56(2009),p.552.	   
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Reviewing the work of a collection of artists, I will debate the statement against hybridity by 

projecting a range of artists into the ‘third space’, looking at how their encounters have influenced 

their work. A spectrum that on one side shows evidence of activism and heavily political 

commentary through their art, and the other highly abstract, confusing the binaries through 

reinterpretation of history and cultural assumptions. The flow chart below illustrates artist Shirin 

Neshat’s journey with observations of her motivations that led to her finding her inspiration.
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37 Scott MacDonald,'Between Two Worlds: An Interview With Shirin Neshat',Feminist Studies,30 
(2004),p.620.  

Finally, finding her creative 

motivation which was also ‘an 

excuse to reconnect herself with 

her long-lost culture.  

Born in 1957 in Qazvin, Iran. Her 

father supported Westernized 

thinking, a product of the 

modernization process that took 

place in the 20th century Iran, just 

before the Islamic revolution. 	  

At 17 she left 

Iran to study 

Art in L.A.  

She then received her BFA and 

MFA in Fine Arts at Berkley. 

However, she was uninspired by the 

art history that she was exposed to, 

so abandoned art practice. 

Moved to New York and spent 

ten years working with 

Storefront for Art and 

Architecture, founded by her 

husband, Korean art curator 

Kyong Park. 

She then returned to Iran, 11years 

after the Islamic revolution. 

Where she found her artistic 

focus: The subject of the women 

of the Islamic Revolution. 

Shirin	  Neshat	  
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The Politics of Representation 

 

Here I wish to make a case for a genre of ‘hybrid identity’, which I will place, at one end of the 

suggested spectrum. This type I have looked at in terms of life, impact, experience and how these 

came to play in shaping their work. Firstly, the artist and humanitarian Shirin, and later the work of 

Essaydi, both of whose work is fuelled by the unjust depiction of women in society, as they use 

their critical hybridity to deconstruct stereotypes associated with them. 

 

Artists create work that reflects the politics and influences surrounding them. However, the 

relationship with the artist and their surroundings has changed in response to migration and 

colonisation, resulting in artists living in countries not of their own culture or birth. This influences 

their politics of ‘everyday’, for example, the town from which they still feel they have their roots. 

Hybrid artists take this further, in that what they interpret as the politics of ‘every day', uses their 

ability to compare the binaries. 

 

Within this essay, the hybrid artists show a political fuel that underlines aspects of their work. 

Here, I want to look at how repression fuels a strain of hybrid artists, discussing how effective art 

can be in offering a non-violent, non-invasive, indirect participation in everyday politics and 

society, ‘through its own internal process of extending the language of resistance and 

representation’.38 A dialogue between art and politics presupposes an open horizon between 

actuality and possibility. When art confronts and contest the boundaries of what we consider as the 

aesthetics of ‘everyday’, and merges this experience with ‘a new understanding of connection to 

our surrounding world, then it could be argued to have expanded the sphere of politics’.39 Art 

produced from between the binaries, offers a critical expressive form that goes beyond reinforcing 

or accentuating political attitudes of existing social discourses, instead it serves to expand the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38Papastergiadis,p.19. 
39Ibid.	  
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contours of both the public sphere and individual perception. ‘Art is doing its work not when it is 

serving external objectives but through its own representation of ideas’.40 Using their art to 

challenge the authority of a governing power in the name of progression.  The art now inherits a 

multiplicity of functions, as it goes from ornamental to operational. Interplaying the ‘every day’ 

back into society, and challenging the politics of representation.41   

 

Early work 

 

Shirin makes comparisons between the binaries of East and West that heighten and aspects of 

Iranian culture, such as religious institutions and cultural values, that aid in the subjugation of 

women. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40Ibid. 
41Papastergiadis,p.9. 

Figure 8.Shirin,Neshat.Women of Allah:Woman of God(gelatin silver print)1996 
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‘Figure 8’ is taken from Shirin’s first series, encompassing the concept of ‘martyrdom’, in the 

subject of the revolution. Presenting recurring themes that are controversial for women under 

Sharia and Islamic law:  such as ideologies of sin, shame, and sexuality concerning the female 

body.	   She includes the inscription ‘Fatima’ in Farsi, (Islamic prophet Mohamed’s daughter 

regarded as one of four perfect women) inscribed on the Masjed-e Shah (Mosque in Esfahan, Iran). 

This makes a powerful statement, as mosques reflect characteristics of patriarchal authority, and a 

site of gender inequality. This transforms the image into a house of Fatimah, depicting the power to 

feminise the Iranian State.42 Using references to the Quran, iconology and language not understood 

by the Western viewer her underlying message is aimed at an Arab market. In an interview she 

says, for an Iranian, understanding the context of the image and the meaning of poetry would be 

clear, but something that would be impossible to translate to Westerners.43 This statement flags 

Shirin’s conflicting emotions towards the West. This soft superiority of understanding is similar to 

artist Ashley Bickerton, whom feels that returning to New York from Bali is like entering the ‘third 

world’.44 The West is shielded by its lack of global exposure to world issues and influences and 

thus the art produced reflects a kind of lack of authenticity, or risks being a form of entertainment, 

art as just art rather than a message of experience and passionate reason. 

	  

As a form of self-discovery she includes herself as a performer within this series, in attempt to 

understand the ideological and philosophical ideas behind the changes following the Iranian 

revolution. Interjecting herself into the shoes of the women visually and mentally allowed her to 

come to terms with her estrangement, making her feel less distant. However, the concept that she is 

the subject could be viewed as inauthentic as she had not been back to Iran for twelve years so her 

concept is ‘tainted’ by her ‘new’ experiences. In defense, she comments, ‘you have to keep in mind 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42Staci Gem,Scheiwiller,Performing the Iranian State:Visual Culture and Representations of Iranian 
Identity.Anthem Middle East Studies(AnthemPress:London,2013),p.209. 
43MacDonald,p.630. 
44INFRAME TV,'Ashley Bickerton-A World Within A World'(Vimeo,2012) <https://vimeo.com/45044774> 
[accessed8March2015]. 
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the context in which this work was made’. She had no audience because she didn’t have an art 

career, she was making this work for herself.45  

 

Response from the binaries 

 

While Neshat intended to show the strength and beauty of the women, the western critics saw it as 

a critique of Iranian society’s illustrating the violence and repression of women. When the West 

sees images of veiled women, they associate them with a similar mindset to the way the Western 

media portrayed the Iraq war and the people as needing saving, instead of the political and 

commercial motivation. Therefore it is not surprising that the Western audience whose perception 

have been molded by media such as Fox News would have a very different interpretation from the 

message that the artist may have been trying to convey. In fact the concepts she tried to portray are 

perhaps too complicated for such an audience.  

Even though many in the West may view the veil as a symbol of oppression, the Hijab has not 

always had a single representation within Iranian or Muslim society. Before the Iranian revolution 

the veil was an emblem and often a mark of a highly educated woman, or a woman with ideals. 

This changed when the laws of coverage were introduced as mandatory, which then made the veil a 

symbol in the separation of genders.46 It also was a way that leaders could use to control people. 

Moving beyond the image and surface impressions, is a key affirmation made by hybrid artists, 

offering a layered perspective, which contain subliminal messages of their identity. Shirin’s 

message challenges authority but from relative safety outside Iran as an exile, as she would not be 

allowed to express herself in this way where the penalties for ‘insulting’ the government are severe. 

Artists that have stayed in Iran face censorship, persecution and even execution, thus, ‘every 

Iranian artist is political’. Artists that left the country like herself, face separation from their love 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45MacDonald,p.629. 
46Mojgan Khosravi,Shirin Neshat: A Contemporary Orientalist.Thesis, Georgia State University, 2011. 
http://scholarworks.gsu.edu/art_design_theses/73,p.20. 
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ones and feel the responsibility of being a ‘speaker of the people’. She fiercely defends her rich 

Persian culture separating it from the ‘new’ Islamic’ culture. 47 

 

Art in Iran ‘poses a threat to the government’ it is seen as a vehicle to spread rebellion. But on the 

other hand she says that this puts her on a pedestal ‘it empowers us to provoke, mobilize but more 

importantly bring hope through art’ she emphasizes ‘is (their) weapon’. She describes a feeling that 

art in the West is under threat of becoming a form of entertainment and thus in danger of loosing of 

what she feels is its purpose. Art she feels should do more; it should inspire creativity as well as 

intellectual thought and ideas. Her inspiration comes from the power of Iranian women that 

challenge the rules and push all the boundaries, which gives her voice.48 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47Shirin,N,Art In Exile(Ted,December,2010) 
<http://www.ted.com/talks/shirin_neshat_art_in_exile?language=en#t-648647> [accessed25February 2015].	  
48Ibid.	  

Figure 9.Shirin,Neshat.Rapture(video still)1999. 
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Filming in Exile 

 

‘Figure 9’, features two films on parallel screens, situating the viewer between the binaries of the 

film of men and women. Choreography is impeccable as Shirin spins a dialogue between the two 

films, playing on each other juxtaposing a constant question and response. For example, we turn to 

the men as they chant, and then to the women who have their backs to the men. At the end of the 

films the men wave at the women as they sail off into the ocean. Shirin fears for her life if she 

filmed in Iran, which is why ‘Rapture’ is filmed at a fortress in Morocco, and ‘Tooba’ in Mexico, 

however, she pretends she is in Iran.49 

 

 ‘Tooba’ was Shirin’s artistic response to the 9/11 attacks and looks at the increased measures of 

national security, she ‘wanted to translate something allegorical she felt to a global scale’.50 Using  

religious connotations to the ‘Garden of Freedom’, she wanted to find a tree that looked like Iran 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49Townsendcenter,'Shirin Neshat, ‘Regents’Lecture:From Photography to 
Cinema’.(TownsendCenterForTheHumanities,Berkeley,2013)<http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/media/shi
rin-neshat-visual-artist>[accessed7March 2015] 
50Ibid 

Figure 10.Shirin,Neshat.‘Tooba’(video still)2002 
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and build a garden. In creating her displaced reality she expresses a layering of representation, 

which reflects her own exile. And as a result of this she views herself as a nomadic artist always on 

the move. Tracing the context and motivations of her practice, which have molded her into a global 

artist and citizen, similar to Shonibare’s artistic response to the oil crisis within ‘Figure 24’, her 

work increasingly relates to worldwide issues reinforcing her identity as a global citizen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Responding to the politics of ‘everyday’ 

 

During a crisis in Asia organizations like the French ‘Medcin sans Frontiers’ provide the most 

immediate response independent from governments whose chains of command are riddled with 

corruption and inefficiency, where crucial food and medical supplies get held up in warehouses as 

people starve and officials line their pockets. During the flooding in Myanmar, the rice intended for 

Figure 11.Shirin,Neshat.Mona:Our House Is On Fire 

Series(DigitalC-prit,ink,157.8x102.2cm)2013 
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the farmers was seized by the army and used to feed soldiers rather than the villagers. These 

charities use photographers to communicate their fight and seek public support. Photography 

provides a powerful media capturing the richness and beauty of the world’s diversity, as well as 

highlighting the poverty and disease at our doorstep. There need to be new ways of utilising artistic 

hybridity as a tool for educating, and as a way to reflect how we think depending on our cultural 

experiences, rather than just responding to influences surrounding us. Shirin’s work shows us how 

art can break boundaries and influence politics.  

 

Following the development of Shirin’s work, she begins by trying to show the changes that 

effected women in Iran. She then travels to locations around the world looking for settings like 

Iran, such as Morocco, Mexico and Egypt, where she made the series in ‘Figure 11’, responding to 

the failed Arab Spring. Going in a circle back to her response to the aftermath of the Iranian 

revolution, Shirin decided she would ‘let the emotions be released’. She worked with the people, as 

they shared ‘personal experience of loss’. The project turned in to a journey that eradicated 

differences ‘of race, religion, class, and gender; and suddenly that boundary between art and life 

became totally blurred’.51 

Her work has increasingly developed in a photojournalistic style, adapting to a global message, for 

which she received the Rauschenberg award in support of artists as they create work in the service 

of advancing human rights, cultural understanding, and international peacekeeping’.52 

 

Why does politics fear art? 

 

Because they cannot suppress it, in the same way they can suppress a person. It is a concept, an 

idea and the more you push the stronger it gets. The message that is passed through art can be 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51Roxane Zand,'Our House Is On Fire:Shirin Neshat,(New 
York,Sothebys,2014)<http://www.sothebys.com/en/news-video/blogs/all-blogs/Cultural-
Crossroads/2014/01/our-house-is-on-fire-shirin-neshat.html>[accessed5March 2015]. 
52Christine Lee,'Iranian Artist Shirin Neshat On Art, Politics And Changing The World–Interview(ArtRadar, 
2014)<http://artradarjournal.com/2014/03/01/iranian-artist-shirin-neshat-on-art-can-change-the-world-
interview/>[accessed5March2015]. 
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portrayed through materials and how the art is displayed. For example, it can be created from local 

materials, or perception, or a photograph. Shirin has created her art away from her home country 

out of necessity however, her art is still strongly connected to her roots and she creates what she is 

passionate about and her work reflects that emotion. 

 

Lalla Essaydi 

 

Artists that work from the ‘in-between’ break conventions that have evolved and have been 

enforced by traditions, which the artists react against. They unravel the seams embracing space 

beyond and in-between. Turning conventions that we are told show the end of a way of being, 

revealing that there is no end, only the beginning of endless ways of seeing with a different 

perspective. In seeing this new beginning they rise above the binaries that instigate notions of 

gender and race, only then can one ‘revise how we can comprehend culture and humanity’.53 

 

 

Essaydi’s ‘in-between’ spans over three places she calls home, Saudi Arabia, Morocco and 

America. However, home for her doesn’t evoke a sense of belonging or of acceptance. Instead she 

feels a sense of conflict, being simultaneously a foreigner and a citizen, providing a challenging 

sense of location and dislocation. As an ‘in-between’, Essaydi has an expanded worldview that has 

been built from her time living across cultures. Despite the positive impacts of her worldview, it 

raises questions of political preferences, patriotism and values, that are put into question because 

she can compare the binaries. 54  Bhahba mentions this feeling as part of a contemporary 

disorientation referred to as ‘au-delà, here and there, hither and thither’ being neither here nor 

there. 55 We see a distinctive journey, within Essaydi’s practice, that searches for a space that she 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53Niamh,Stephenson,Theoretical Psychology (Concord,Ont.Canada:Captus University Publications, 
2003).p.374. 
54Pollock,VanReken,p.90. 
55Stephenson,p.374. 
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can locate her identity and practice within the ‘in-between’. Which begins within her first series 

‘Converging Territories’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Early Work 

 

Within Essaydi’s first series in ‘Figure 12’, she attempts to investigate her own identity and where 

it lies within the spectrum of the ‘in-between’. Caught at a point of conflicting cultural labels, as a 

‘non-westerner’ living in the West and torn somewhere between Saudi and Morocco, Essaydi 

attempts to create her own liminal space. Composed in her uninhibited childhood home, this series 

exposes the spaces where womanhood develops, taking spaces that women are kept hidden and 

making them seen. This space was once one of punishment, where women were sent when they 

transgressed the gender regulations within their culture. Essaydi comments that she sometimes 

spent a month there, only accompanied by servants and left in complete silence for the duration.56 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56Susannah Darrow, Negotiating Hybridity In The Work Of Lalla Essaydi An Exploration Of 
Gaze(ScholarWorks@Georgia State University,2013,p.13. 

Figure 12.Lalla,Essaydi.Converging Territories#10(C-41print,face-

mounted on Plexiglas,aluminium back)30x40.2003 
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The emotional recoil from her experiences is transferred back in the painstaking process of 

constructing this series, which took months and then hours of henna application on the subjects in 

the images. At glance, the work appears simplistic, however, the complexities lie in the process, a 

process that is constructed of layers of self-inscribed henna calligraphy, on to the bodies of the 

women and the fabric. Essaydi refers to these images as a performance based medium, with 

apparent signs of the process shown in the ‘Fuji’ brand on the images and the occasional 

calligraphy brush in the hands of her subjects, as seen in ‘Figure 12 ’.57  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In ‘Figure 13’, the calligraphy is almost illegible and resembles an infestation of small insects, 

coating the lilies like a second skin. A similar concept is used by Bharti Kher, with a coating of  

thousands of bindis. The multiple layers and coats for Essaydi are taken from her personality 

formed across cultures. Essaydi’s use of a space re-establishes the politics of gender within Islamic 

culture, through challenging the spatial laws that are dictated by men, thus transforming it to one 

that is now dictated and controlled by her, a woman. In breaking the boundary set by that binary 

she opens up a new liminal space for women to progress beyond the restrictions set by their culture. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57Darrow,p.11. 

Figure 13.Lalla,Essaydi.Apparel6(flowers)(Chromogenic print on 

aluminum33.5x40.5in.2003 
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Essaydi has intentionally constructed these images to have a lack of spatial definition or location, 

allowing the space to become a neutral zone, free of repression and restriction of patriarchal binary 

regulations. Essaydi locates this space, as an amalgamation of cultures, a hybrid space, one that 

mediates somewhere between East and West.58 

 

The Politics of Representation 

As an artist from a country that limits the independence of women, Essaydi believes she would not 

be able to create the works she has done in Saudi. Though less politically active than Shirin, 

Essaydi’s work using multimedia and photography reflects her experience as a ‘liberal Moroccan, 

Arab, and Muslim woman living across cultures’.59 Like Shirin and other hybrid artists, her work 

breaks boundaries of history, architecture, gender, and culture. She confronts the perceptions the 

West has of the Middle East and ‘interrogates them through creative practice and revisions’.60 As 

an artist Essaydi is more internally perceptual than an activist. She wants to portray her experiences 

through the voices of the women by writing on them, where their voice is ‘both their walls and 

their freedom’.61 

Following in the theme of ‘Converging Territories’, she continues to challenge the power shift 

from male to female, in her series ‘Les Femmes du Maroc’. ‘Figures 14-17’, she plucks styles and 

compositional structures from French Orientalist art and merges Muslim Moroccan feminist 

discourses. Similar to Yinka’s reinterpretation of Victorian paintings, Essaydi attempts to re-

establish perceptions of race and gender by questioning the politics of representation in order to 

bring justice to the portrayal of Islamic women in classic orientalist painting. She draws from her 

time in Paris where she encountered 19th century male European artisans depicting exotic 

voyeuristic imagery of Eastern women, showing them as slaves in an erotic harem.62 Painted on a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58Darrow,p.14. 
59Africa.si.edu,'Lalla Essaydi Revisions: Introduction(National Museum Of African Art,2015) 
<http://africa.si.edu/exhibits/revisions>[accessed5March2015]. 
60Ibid. 
61Suzanne Kurtz, 'Moroccan-Born-Essaydi-Shatters-Gender-Sterotypes',The Washington 
Diplomat,2012,pp.1-2. 
62Darrow,p.30.  
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small scale these images were used like Playboy magazines, making it easy to ‘take them from one 

place to another or to hide them in private places’. 63Essaydi felt they were problematic and wished 

to re-establish the way the women were portrayed in these images. Comparisons of her responses to 

the Orientalists paintings are shown in ‘Figures 14-17’. Using this style of art, Essaydi is able to 

‘reach beyond Islamic culture to include the Western fascination with the odalisque, veil and the 

harem’.64  

 

Calligraphy, is a sacred Islamic art practice and inaccessible to women. Seen in in the ‘Figures 12-

14,16’ Essaydi juxtaposes this traditional value, by painting the scripture in henna on her women. 

Her use of Arabic calligraphy also serves in reinforcing her personal motivations, in her message to 

empower women in Islamic society. A subtle message that may be missed by a Western audience, 

but its abstract, poetic style enables it to acquire ‘a universality which reaches beyond cultural 

borders’.65 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63DeNeen Brown,'Artist Lalla Essaydi Challenges Stereotypes Of Women In Islamic 
Cultures',(WashingtonPost,2012) <http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/artist-lalla-essaydi-
challenges-stereotypes-of-women-in-islamic-
cultures/2012/05/03/gIQA04oY1T_story.html>[accessed6March 2015]. 
64Nina Ganti,'WMST 250:Feminist Art Gallery:Lalla 
EssaydiBiography',Womenartandculture.blogspot.co.uk,2012 
<http://womenartandculture.blogspot.co.uk/2012/05/lalla-essaydi-biography.html>[accessed5March 2015]. 
65Darrow,p.18. 
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Figure 14.Lalla,Essaydi,Les Femmes du 

Maroc:La Grande Odalisque(Chromogenic 

print)121.9x152.4 cm2008 

Figure 15.Jean,Auguste.Dominique Ingres,La Grande 

Odalisque.91x162cm.1814 
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A key attribute of cultural hybrids is the way in which they adapt to their host culture. A common 

response to an encounter with another culture, or items from another culture is to blend in, or 

borrowing piece-mental in order to incorporate the pieces into a traditional structure. What French 

anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss called ‘bricolage’.66  This is evident in Essaydi's work, using 

parallels in European art in relation to composition of her paintings ‘Figures 14-17’. Literally, 

creating hybrid works that directly make reference to both binaries, an attempt to merge them. 

Hybrid artists are able to rise above and compare the forces within the binaries that contribute to 

social inequality. Social forces, which compartmentalize us in society as Caucasian, Asian, man, 

woman etc, so that we can easily be categorized into a traditional social hierarchy and structure. 

Essaydi comments on how these forces contribute to the oppression of women. As we see the part 

in which language, social institutions, and culture, play in constructing and perpetuating 

dichotomized notions of gender. These are then further enforced within family structures, religion 

and especially the media in what theorist Louis Althusser calls the ‘Ideological state apparati’. All 

contribute to the conception of traditional grouping of people, fixing their identity to a single 

cultural norm. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66Burke,p.7. 

Figure 16.Lalla,Essaydi.Les Femmes du Maroc #1, 

(Chromogenic print)76.2x101.6cm.2005 
Figure 17.Eugène,Delacroix.Algerian Women in 

Their Apartment(Oil on canvas)180 x 229 cm.1834 
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The specific characteristics attributed to each category may vary between cultures and societies, 

‘the cultural conception of male and female as two complementary yet mutually exclusive 

categories into which all human beings are placed’ occur cross-culturally. 67To create art that 

addresses the here and now is not a form of escape, but a form of critical practice, which has a 

complex theoretical and political context. This practice produces hybrid art forms, which are the 

product of hybrid identities. In light of the increasing rate if cultural diffusion, we need to challenge 

traditional models of thinking, grouping and categorising. ‘This also necessitates the creation of a 

new critical models for the representation of contemporary art’.68  

 

Response from the binaries 

 

Both Shirin and Essaydi create art that questions the politics of how women in Islamic culture are 

portrayed and treated within the binaries of East and West. Shirin as an activist believing the artist 

has the responsibility to be a ‘messenger’, her art stands against violence and promotes democracy 

and freedom of expression.  

 Essaydi on the other hand, uses her memories to influence her artwork. As a result her work is less 

of a weapon and more of a tribute to the Moroccan women who raised her. She exonerates them as 

heroines, they are the house, and their voices are the walls that prevent them from leaving, and yet 

also the instrument of their freedom. In contrast to Iran’s exile of Shirin, Essaydi’s work was 

received surprisingly well by the Arab world. Immensely popular with Arabic Moroccans and even 

purchased by the Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and is hung in Qatar’s Arab Museum of Modern Arts 

permanent collection.69 

 

Surprising, if you are not aware of her underlying message of feminist empowerment, however, 

remove these preconceived notions and as compositions, without context her work is able to bypass 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 Keri E Iyall Smith - Patricia Leavy,‘Hybrid Identities’ (Leiden: Brill, 2008),p.66. 
68Papastergiadis,p.18. 
69Sarah.T,Brooks,The Photography Of Lalla Essaydi:Critiquing and contextualizing 
Orentalism(Harrisonburg,Va.:James Madison University,2014),p.63. 
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multiple controversially neutral messages. The very ‘subtle hint’ of feminism, is what allows her 

work not to be seen as controversial, but seen as transposing a western painting in a Arabic context, 

which is possibly why it appeals to the wealthy Arabic buyers. While social injustice and inequality 

are rife within the Arab world, she discusses why she chose this ‘subtle’ approach, ‘we do not 

manifest in the streets. We are not militant in that sense. The change is very quiet. We work in a 

quieter manner suited to tradition and mores. I think it is the best way for us to be heard and to 

really make a change’.70 This approach is possibly a result of her upbringing in a strict traditional 

Muslim household, hence her desire to influence peoples thinking as opposed to trying to challenge 

it.  

 

In contrast to Neshat’s more direct and disruptive imagery, Essaydi’s approach is calm, poetic and 

a peaceful application of Islamic calligraphy. So subtle that it is hard to understand the feminist 

implications, which makes it a less effective form of art to make an impact in re-establishing the 

politics of representation. 

Neshat’s work provides a strong dialogue with the politics of everyday, in an East to Western  

context. Despite this, Essaydi found her motivation in her 30’s so could still be developing a more 

critical creative identity. 

Never the less Essaydi’s feeling of dislocation is a shared unease across all culturally hybrid 

individuals. This is reflected in the large numbers of artists who throughout history have move 

across cultural, social boundaries, in order to live and create freely. However, in response to 

migration there is always the fear from the binaries, from the threat of something new. The fear of 

losing the traditional values, and jobs, as we see an increase in nationalism and protectionism 

stigmatizing today’s society. An increase in prejudiced and stereotype casting needs to be 

highlighted and thus, revaluated in light of the rapid rate of cultural transference and diffusion. 

Globalisation raises challenges to traditional values, while at the same time allowed accesses to 

vast opportunities of inspiration and creativity. 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70Ibid.	  
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“When I’m in Saudi Arabia, they call me the Moroccan. In Morocco, they call me the Saudi. In the 

West, I am someone from a different culture. I had to create my own space. My work gives me a 

sense of belonging that I couldn’t find in a physical space.”71 

—Lalla Essaydi

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71Darrow,p.2. 
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Yinka Shonibare 

3/3 

Artists that bridge the gap by opening a door ‘in-between’ East to Western binaries, create work 

that engages both worlds in a cultural hybrid dialogue. 

However, by doing this are the parameters of what is deemed ‘authentic traditional art’ threatened? 

What are the perimeters that characterize cultural forms of art, as traditionally authentic? 

 

Yinka Shonibare utilizes the politics of ‘every day’ in a unique way within his work directly 

associated with his initial response to the question of cultural loyalty, which he wrestled with on 

arrival at art school in London. The overriding element in his work that has become his ‘signature’ 

was influenced by his search for cultural authenticity at a time when ethnicity and gender 

influenced the likelihood of your success in the London social scene.72 However, before elaborating 

on this, I need to put into context the political movements at that time, and Yinka’s childhood 

leading up to his education in London. These ingredients of politics, mixed cultural influences, race 

and the feeling of displacement all amount to the postcolonial hybridist nature of the art he is 

known for. These elements formed the making of the most prominent British/Nigerian artist of our 

time. 

 

.  

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72Gilda Williams,'BP Britih Art Lecture: Yinka Shonibare MBE',(London,Tate,BP,2010) 
<http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/video/bp-british-art-lecture-yinka-shonibare-mbe> [accessed 5 
Febuary2015]. 
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73 Ibid 

One of his art teachers inquired, 

‘You are African aren’t you? Why aren’t 

you producing authentic traditional 

African art?’ 

Born in 1962, London.  

Yinka was accepted 

to Central St 

Martin’s.	  

Raised in middle class Nigerian 

society, he had maids, cooks and 

went to London during the 

summer.  

Age 3, he 

moved to 

Lagos.	  

Responding creatively to the end 

of the cold war in Russia, he 

identified himself as a ‘global 

citizen’ and incorporated this 

concept in his work. 

In other words, why wasn’t he 

staying in the box defined by his 

origin or cultural appearance.  

At the time, there was an 

expected genre of art, which 

society ‘expected’ particular 

genders or ethnicities to respond 

to.  

Stuck in a double blind. If he made art about 

being black, then he would be known as the 

artist who did work about his ‘blackness’. If he 

did art that wasn’t about being black, then 

people would know him as the artist who didn’t 

do art about ‘blackness’. 

No matter where his loyalties lay, in terms of 

cultural affiliation; it didn’t matter because 

others would impose the idea of loyalty or 

identity from the outside anyway. To be of 

one cultural identity, was unrealistic. So his 

work would play on this and challenge 

people’s preconceptions. 

Yinka Shonibare 	  
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Early work 

Multi-culturalism and art 

 

‘When you talk about multi-culturalism or when you talk about the relationship of immigrants who 

are in this country, there’s always this power relationship, a kind of us, and them’. Within his work 

Yinka wanted to confuse this issue, interested in the idea of the Trojan horse – the idea that you try 

and make things difficult. By making it impossible for people to guess what side he’s on. He 

provokes thought and a breach of traditional barriers that confine the way we see things. 74 

 

Dutch Wax: What is authentic traditional art? 

 

Shonibare describes the in-between space as a condition he had to come to terms with. The terms 

being, that he was not from the culture he left behind because those were just memories, and then 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74Tate,Message In A Bottle:Debating Multiculturalism And The 
Arts',(Tate,2010)<http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/audio/message-bottle-debating-multiculturalism-
and-arts>[accessed28February2015]. 

Figure 18Yinka,Shonibare.Double Dutch,(emulsion, acrylic paint on textiles),each:12x8x1in.1994 
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not being part of the present in London, thus being caught ‘in-between’ the two. It was during this 

‘identity search’, for ‘authentic traditional African art’, he went first to the British Museum, and 

then the African textiles market in Brixton, where he found Dutch Wax fabric.75 This material 

couldn’t serve as a more telling embodiment of globalization, and its ability to manipulate social 

ideologies and perception of ‘authentic African art’.  

 

Known more familiarly as batik, the Dutch wax fabric that Shonibare uses originates from a Dutch 

colonial affiliation with Indonesia. They attempted to mass-produce printed imitations of the 

‘Javanese’s trademark’ Batik (which is traditionally delicately hand drawn on cloth) to sell back to 

Indonesian market unsuccessfully. The Indonesian’s did not care for the poor quality of the fabric 

and saw it as a cheap imitation. The fabric was subsequently successfully exported to Africa, now 

commonly known as ‘African fabric’.  The fabric became so widely used that eventually the Dutch 

batik became renamed as ironically African. 

A symbol of African pride, but certainly not of African history. 

Using this fabric as the common aesthetic feature throughout his work, Yinka has been able to push 

perceptions of what are thought of as ‘fixed’ notions of culture and identity, as not only related to 

each other, but are part of broader ruptures and flows of globalization. Breaking boundaries of what 

is considered ‘authentic cultural identity’, because as a result of globalisation they are no longer 

framed according to neat and exclusive territorial coordinates. Further we should not assume that 

‘cultural identities are locked in rigid time frames’ or context as is apparent when looking at the 

Dutch wax fabric, whose identity was framed by African demand and popularity.  

 

Artists have responded to these transformations by displaying different kinds of self-images that 

are neither totally fictive nor a version of the person represented in their passports. The gap 

between the biography and the fictive self that is presented in art is a space that is used to question 

the distance between the place from which the artist originates and the other places in which they 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75Ibid. 
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now belong. ‘Culture and identity are increasingly constructed in hybrid ways’.76 Yinka inserts his 

own ‘fictive self’ in Victorian paintings, in order to understand the historical context and his own 

identity in society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76Papastergiadis,p.10. 
 

Figure 20.Yinka,Shonibare.Diary of a Victorian Dandy: 19.00 Hours(C-type 
print;ed.Of5)22 x183cm.1998 

Figure 19WilliamHogarth,Marriage a-la-mode:4.The 
Toilette1743 
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In Yinka’s early work we can see his attempts to dissolve and ignore stereotypes around him whilst 

attempting to ‘confuse’ the ‘us and them’ mentality that was an influence at that time. Challenging 

the mentality behind societies grouping of artists as black, white, male, female etc. By challenging 

these perceptions through reflecting them back on to society making them question themselves. 

Within this series ‘Figures 19-21’, Yinka started looking at Victorian paintings and found their 

values and habits jarring and terrifying, especially in terms of his ethnicity. In attempting to 

understand their mentality and lifestyle he reconstructed the images with himself included, which 

reinterprets the message and eludes to the existence and need to stereotype as if it was a norm. This 

Figure 21.Yinka,Shonibare.Diary of a Victorian Dandy:03.00 
Hours(C-type print; ed of5)122x183cm.1998 
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creates a dialogue, challenging notions of racism in current society by adding into a historical 

context. 

 

In many ways Kher, Essaydi and Shonibare are linked in their attempts to incorporate their roots 

whilst mocking the ‘backwardness’ of their parent society. In the same breath they also challenge 

the progress of their adapted cultures in that accepting only their own perception. This gives each 

of these artists a unique projection. Kher compliments the friendliness of Indian society compared 

to British reserve and yet recognized that India fails its women culturally and socially. Essaydi 

takes on a similar position by critiquing the Orientalist painters portrayal of women in the ‘Harem’. 

 

Shonibare mocks the historical aspects and the folly and odd juxtaposition that must have existed in 

Africa with British colonialist walking around in clothes unsuitable for African weather, like 

clowns in some respect. All three artists apply a shadow of classical painters, which they intertwine 

with aspects of historical and political influences, particularly human rights. Shonibare alludes to 

the French ‘Madame’ guillotine, ‘Figures 22-23’.  
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Cultural Understanding 

 

The artists I have reviewed in this research all creatively express, to some extent, their education in 

Art history having attended schools in the U.K or the U.S. Studying the art of other cultures has 

reflexive value for an understanding of their multicultural influences. Through this approach their 

knowledge and understanding of cultures, from which they interact with or are components of, 

broadens their perspective and understanding of aesthetic expression. In Yinka’s case this is 

obvious throughout his work, where he shows a fascination with the Victorian era, primarily his 

early series ‘Figures 20-21’. In attempt to understand the context of the era; he rearranges the very 

politics of representation, within its historical framework placing himself within the image.  

Figure22.Fragonard,The Swing(Oil on 
canvass)1766 

Figure23.Yinka,Shonibare.The Swing (after 
Fragonard)(installation, dutch wax)2001 
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In ‘Figure 23’, he takes from the iconic Rococo painting ‘Figure 22’ and summarizes the images 

original story.  He replaces the women’s ‘decorative opulence from Fragonard’s silk’ with his own 

‘signature’ fabric.77 In doing so, he reinterprets the politics of representation within a historical 

perspective, to make us rethink cultural understanding from a ‘third’ perspective. 

 

In conversation Yinka discusses how he is really interested in deconstructing the dichotomy 

between the ‘exotic other’ and the ‘civilized European’. Exploiting the mythology of these spheres, 

by overlapping the complexities that are associated with the two concepts, to evoke questions of 

stereotyping and the reality of cultural diffusion. How being a product of British colonization opens 

up a space to question the determination of African and European discourse, a hybrid culture that 

takes you into a ‘third’ area. This merging of fixed perceptions is a common concern with of all the 

artists that inhabit the ‘in-between’, lending to their identity as a combination of merged cultural 

binaries. The question of what binary you represent ‘affect’s the clarity and peace of one’s social 

psyche’. However, it then forces one to reconsider the power play, between oneself, the stereotype 

of oneself and the world.78 This sums up the force behind artists who create from a hybrid 

background and their quest to make the audience see as they do from a perspective of cultural 

duality. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77Rachel Taylor,'Yinka Shonibare, MBE, 'The Swing (After Fragonard)' 2001', (Tate,2003) 
<http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/shonibare-the-swing-after-fragonard-t07952/text-summary> 
[accessed1March2015].	  
78Camille Okhio, ,‘Yinka Shonibare. A Critique…’(Bysuchandsuch,2013) 
<http://bysuchandsuch.com/2013/11/yinka-shonibare-a-critque> [accessed 4 March 2015]. 
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The Politics of ‘everyday’ 

 

With the ever-increasing rate at which information is transferred around the globe, a global 

audience can consume art that is a product of the politics of the ‘everyday’ if it latches on to the 

Figure24.Yinka,Shonibare.Black Gold(Acrylic paint,25Dutch wax printed cotton 
canvases)2006 
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vehicle that is globalisation. Making creative responses to even local issues, be they political, 

social, or economic can no longer be in isolation from global concerns. The myth of autonomy and 

the exemption of the artist from everyday life are no longer applicable. In this process the old 

hierarchies that elevated the place of the artist to be situated either above or beyond the everyday 

have fallen away. Artists now have an increasingly visible place, in the midst of the traffic of 

everyday life (as we have tragically recently seen with political cartoonists in publications such as 

Charlie Hebdo in France). They can no longer afford to isolate themselves or presume that they are 

independent of the changes that are occurring in the world. Their art is formed in the process of 

working with others and within the institutions of everyday life.  

When examining the impact of globalisation in art, there are obvious challenges with respect to the 

preservation of distinct cultural groups and identity where the threat of hybridity may be considered 

as evidence of cultural homogenization. This also fits with concerns with Westernisation, 

Americanisation, or ‘McDonaldisation.’ For many critics cultural homogenization is a negative 

process. For others, hybridity is the product of mutual interaction, and a preferable way to view 

intercultural processes in contrast to models such as ‘the exotic other’. The relationship between 

art, identity and culture now occurs in a global economic context, with it the emergence of Hybrid 

identity. ‘Culture has acquired a transnational meaning. Art is no longer bounded by local cultures, 

because virtually all art is exportable in one form or another. The intercultural is the culture of our 

time’.79  

 

Yinka is not a revolutionary but is an observer. His work captures his exposure to two very 

different cultures, where he does not identify with either and thus his work could be labeled 

‘transnational’. He would however argue that by labeling his work destroys its message. He wants 

to smear and blend because to impose becomes comical and theatrical. Kher also shows through 

her Bindi and her elephants and poignantly through her hybrid sculptures that we are not single 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 Leuthold,p.25-26.  
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cultures. As artists we should be represented by our experiences and these should be completely 

seamlessly ‘exportable’ without any contamination from labeling. 

 

Creating art and the art it’s self as home, instead of working too or from an origin; the work itself 

then becomes an origin, in habiting its own space. 

“Looking at my own nomadic past, this created a sense of restlessness for many years until the 

point that I realized that my own home is this condition of the in-between. 

And that’s when I found peace.”80– Yinka Shonibare. 

 

Bharti Kher 

 

Within Bharti’s practice she dives into themes that surround ‘identity, cultural hybridity and the 

shifting rules that govern society, but, she is careful to say – without any specific political 

agenda’.81 

Yinka’s use of Dutch wax fabric as the overriding aesthetic within his practice, offers a platform or 

center from which he produces his work. Imbedded within her practice Bharti too has a center, 

through the use of her signature use of a readymade object, the bindi. Similar to the other artists I 

have discussed, she began as a painter and wanted to expand, so started looking at the ‘readymade’ 

which was a prominent movement in the Western art scene at the time. 

Bharti discusses how she felt like an outsider in both the U.K where she grew up, her first culture, 

and in India, her parent’s culture. She often reflects on the idea of authenticity, because when she 

arrived in India it was difficult to find an artistic dialogue with those around her in her new home 

because she felt she wasn’t Indian enough to comment on the culture.82 This was similar to Yinka’s 

when he arrived in the UK for art school and was faced with the idea of ‘traditional African art’. 

Bharti had to find a vehicle to guide her artistic identity. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 Williams. 
81 Pernilla,Holmes,’Connecting the Dots’,ARTnews,April2009,p.98. 
82 Silas,Stathacos. 
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A sense of restlessness derives from the ‘condition of being in a place that simultaneously is and is 

not one’s home’, is one that is shared amongst artists that have not found peace within their liminal 

space83. Faced with this, Bharti instinctively knew that she did not want to live in the U.K. Feeling 

that as an artist she was too young and inexperienced to be able to thrive in the prevailing climate 

of the London art scene, where the focus was on the Young British Artists, like Yinka Shonibare. 

She gave into to her restlessness and moved to India. In the 90’s India’s young art scene was 

vibrant and in the early stages of the economic boom, she and her husband were at the start of an 

experimental storm.

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83 Amherst.  
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Early Work 

 

As she looked for new ideas to move away from painting and find her ready-made spark, she 

caught sight of a woman wearing a serpent shaped bindi. She asked where she had purchased the 

design and went to the shop and bought all the stock they had. Being torn between not being Indian 

enough to be Indian, and being too Indian to be English, Bharti had to insert herself and her 

practice, ‘in-between’. Involving her work with misinterpretation, misconceptions, contradictions, 

multiplicity and conflict she harnessed the bindi as her ready-made. Bharti and her bindi, with all of 

its tradition and representation are still in a constant state of redefinition, oscillating between 

tradition and modernity, churning out creative hybridity.

Figure 25.Bharti,Kher.Spit and Swallow(colored felt, 
glue on Perspex.)1996 
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 ‘It’s more about an idea: that you have another eye, another way of looking, another way of 

seeing’. 84 ‘Figure 25’ was the first work she produced using the bindi. Playing with the humour of 

the sperm shape, ‘Spit’ gives you the impression of thousands of sperms rushing to the centre. 

Where as ‘Swallow’ does the opposite, as the thousands sperm shaped characters rush away from 

the centre void that’s swallowing them. The use of Perspex enhances the movement of the bindi’s 

either rushing to the centre or trying to race away. This was her first art piece to sell in 1998.85 

 

Artist and feminist, Bharti’s work concerns everyday life in India and with being a woman, so her 

practice reflects that.86 Like Yinka she doesn’t exhibit her opinions in a disruptive way, instead she 

satirises it. Which is evident in ‘Figure25’ as she parodies the politics of representing gender, using 

the traditional female bindi with it’s masculine aesthetic sperm shape.  

 

In the same year, she achieved her first major milestone, making connections with Peter Nagy. 

Nagy arrived in India in 1993, like Bickerton he left New York and ended up in Asia. Launching 

Bharti’s carrier and the ‘Nature Morte’ Gallery in Delhi.87 

 

The Politics of Representation 

 

Animals and what they represent in everyday life in India play an important role in India’s rich 

array of stories, myths and legends. Within Bharti’s practice she uses animals as a metaphor for the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 Margherita Stancati,'All Eyes,Especially The Third, On India',(WSJ, 2015) 
<http://blogs.wsj.com/indiarealtime/2012/11/21/all-eyes-especially-the-third-on-india/>[accessed 1 March 
2015]. 
85Frank, Barthelemy,'Bharti Kher: An Obsession For Bindis',(ArtNewnviews) 
<http://www.artnewsnviews.com/view-article.php?article=bharti-kher-an-obsession-for-
bindis&iid=18&articleid=427> [accessed 8 March 2015]. 
86 Silas,Stathacos. 
87 Marc Spiegler, 'Keeping Score In The Art(Star)World (Artworld Salon,2007) 
<http://www.artworldsalon.com/blog/2007/08/keeping-score-in-the-artstarworld/> [accessed 4 March 2015]. 
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body and transformation. In 2002 she began exploring biological hybridity, churning out hyper 

realistic, fiberglass sculptures, ‘Figure 26’.88 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Her most enticing hyper realistic work has to be the life-sized white elephant in ‘Figure 27’. 

Crawling with serpent bindi’s that delicately create a sense of softness from a distance. A softness 

that when you are drawn closer, transforms into a swirling rush of chaos, similar to driving in the 

vast turmoil of traffic in India, coating the elephant like a second skin. The dark first skin is then 

coated with white bindi’s, which could link to her dual identity, with Britain and India. There is an 

even more intrinsic and personal resonance within the choice of a white elephant with it’s varying 

significance across the world.  In this piece we are unsure whether the baby elephant is dying, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88Rebecca Morrild, Bharti Kher(Heartmus)<http://www.heartmus.com/bharti-kher-
3390.aspx>[accessed1March 2015]. 
	  

Figure 26.Bharti,Kher.I've Seen an Elephant Fly(acrylic,  
felt ,vinyl bindi’s on fiberglass)72x43x20in2002 
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sleeping, or awaking. This sense of an absence of cause and reason are recurring thematic concerns 

throughout her work, as well as underlying links to genealogy, plus life and death in our every day.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the West a ‘white’ elephant is a folly, however in Hindu and Buddhist mythology it is sacred. 

She comments on the feeling of being ‘one step out of sync’ as a foreigner in India, unaware of 

small details such as T.V shows her husband grew up with.  89 Bharti uses this concept of 

multiplicity of representation in varied cultural interactions, which she still encounters as a 

foreigner in India. 

 

Inspired by Hieronymus Bosch and William Blake, Kher refers to magical beasts, mythical 

monsters and allegorical tales, which feature in her work.90 Throughout her practice she takes the 

concept of a myth, legend, story and reinvents it in her own creative ‘in-between’ zone and spits it 

back up while saying ‘you never would have expected that’. Here she has taken the very autonomy 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Sehba Muhammad'13 Questions For Artist Bharti Kher(India,Blouinartinfo,2012) 
<http://in.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/762789/13-questions-for-artist-bharti-kher>[accessed1March 2015].	  
90 Saatchi Gallery,'Bharti Kher –
AnAbsenceOfAssignableCause(SaatchiGallery)<http://www.saatchigallery.com/artists/artpages/bharti_kher_
heart.htm>[accessed1March 2015]. 
	  	  

Figure 27.Bharti,Kher.The Skin Speaks a Language not of 
it's Own(bindi’s on fibreglass)7/8x180x76¾ in.2006 
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of the world’s largest whale and because there little documentation of the marine mammal, it 

allows her to play our imaginations further. Like the majority of her sculpture ‘Figure 28’ is made 

from fiberglass and branded with her trademark bindi’s that swarm the heart, coating it as a second 

skin, simulating imagery of blood pulsing around the organ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Inhabiting Kher’s alter reality, her hybrid series (Figures 29-33) snatches the idea of a domestic 

goddess, tosses it around in her ‘in-between’ ‘liminal state between humdrum domesticity and 

violent phantasmagoria’.91 Then spits it out into an everyday benign domestic situation. Combining 

a multiplicity of stereotypes associated with women, Kher hands us a vast platter of polarized 

dualities within this series; beauty-beast, marsupial-mother, family-shrewdness, pleasant-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Rockbundartmuseum,'Bharti Kher:Misdemeanours 
(RockbundArtMuseum,2014),<http://www.rockbundartmuseum.org/en/exhibition/overview/457gqs> 
[accessed 12 March 2015]. 
 

Figure 28.Bharti,Kher.An Absence of an Assignable 
Cause(bindis on fiberglass)68.1x118.x45.7in.2007 
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repugnant, sensual-terrifying. ‘These women are kind of corrupt, they are urban goddesses who 

mock you and laugh at you. They do not inhabit their own skin but are infested’.92 

 

‘Figure 29’ is a mixed media sculpture depicting an Amazonian woman with an array of odd 

juxtapositions. She is semi-naked the cupcakes strategically and metaphorically placed to represent 

breasts. One leg is replaced with a horse’s hoof, which could symbolise the Indian Hindu 

relationship with animals and deities or the insinuation that women are considered beasts of 

burden. Both the muscularity of the horse’s leg and the gun symbolise a ‘male’ partition in this 

pieces personality, versus the female ‘serving girl’ waitress. This provoking imagery is typical of 

Kher’s work, laced with absurdities and sprinkled with details that create an array of ideas ranging 

from socio-economic insinuation to historical stereotypes. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 Kylie Knott,'BigIsBeautifulForArtist Bharti Kher',(South China Morning Post, 2014) 
<http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/arts-culture/article/1496719/big-beautiful-artist-bharti-kher> [accessed 1 
March 2015]. 
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Figure 29.Bharti,Kher. 
Aroine(Mixed media)height 
180 cm2004 
 

Figure 31.Bharti,Kher. Angel(digital C-

print)76.2x114.3cm.2004, 

 

Figure 30.Bharti,Kher 
Chocolate muffin(digital C-
print)76.2x114.3 cm.2004, 
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Figure 32.Bhati,Kher.Family 
portrait(digital C-
print)76.2x114.3 cm.2004 
	  

Figure 33.Bharti,KherSelf portrait(digitalC-print) 
45.54x54.65cm.2007 
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Cultural Representation 

 

Within her hybrid series where we first see Kher physically being present in the work. She uses her 

body as the basis for the works in Figure 33 layering merging a baboons face with her own, 

exhausting the viewer with her hybridist gaze. Reflecting back to how Bharti feels being a woman 

in India, she draws parallels between domesticity and a woman, situating them at the home 

satirizing the images as she pushes and reinterprets the concept of a ‘super mom’ 

 

In England Kher’s family encountered racism and socio-cultural apartheid. On arriving in India, 

she was pleasantly surprised and she comments on how accepting India was of her. This is perhaps 

a reflection on how British ‘reserve’ contrasts with concepts of Indian family values. In Britain, 

people keep their distance, which can appear introvert and seem unfriendly. When Kher first 

moved to India she felt welcome because it is in Indian culture to accommodate. However India’s 

caste system is riddled with prejudice and rejection of those who do not follow convention and 

cultural rules which Bharti expresses. Perhaps her use of bindi’s somehow explains a layering of 

perceptions. Kher reflects that the elephant was a pivotal point for her, and the multiplicities of 

meaning associated with the bindi, such as marriage and the third eye, blurring the boarders of 

reality and spiritual domains, ‘the bindi has become a theme, a language, a sign that talks about 

mapping people’.93 

 

The bindi’s shape amused her, seeing women put a sperm on their forehead, perhaps also to her, an 

ironic subjugation symbol attributed to the fertility of man. To an Indian woman a bindi is place 

between the eyebrows, a special location, representing secrets and knowledge and the center for 

concentration. It is viewed as an energy point and also a good luck symbol. Needless to say they do 

not associate it with the shape of a sperm. In this there is an association with this disassociation 

comparable to Magritte’s surrealist theory that a thing is named but is it really that thing?  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 Knott,  
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Hence ‘ce ci n’est pas une pipe’, she has ceci n’est pas une sperm. This is similar to her elephant 

concept and what the elephant represents in different countries, but the sperm has shape and 

underlying meanings that are much more complex. Through overlays on the elephant makes a 

layering of ironic concepts. The sperm, which is not a sperm, is on an elephant, which is not an 

elephant. This is what makes Kher’s artwork so powerful and thought provoking. 

 

As artists develop they find ways of ‘speaking’ through their own individual language. Depending 

on exterior influence, this may become political if there is an emotional bond. Or it may become a 

statement, which puzzles or irritates the artist, such as female subjugation. Materials and objects 

may become an influence, such as the bindi or Bickerton’s ready-made eyeballs, which in turn 

influence what the art becomes. Nationality for the hybrid artist creates a whirlwind of questions 

and the concept and setting of home in different cultures introduces new objects of influence, 

which the artist can use to portray his or her message. Labelling an artist as ‘Indian’ or ‘British’ is 

perhaps inappropriate, as the artist, unlike an athlete, may not associate themselves with the ideals 

of that country. It also places them inside a box inferring preconceptions and artificial boundaries, 

which may influence the way the audience view the work. 

 

The confusion or impossibility that exists in Kher’s works is precisely the point of departure for her 

artworks and allows Kher to act and react as she chooses.  This dogged ability has allowed her to 

begin to write a new history for a new location of contemporary art. 

 

 “I don’t believe in authenticity. I don’t think you have to be from a specific place to experience a 

more profound ‘anything’. If we are going to talk about authenticity of cultures, then it’s a 

completely fucked up prospect, especially in relation to experiencing art. Because art touches 

something that is common to us all. So nationalism is not my agenda. I couldn’t care less where I 

was from or where you are from. If your art is going to define you by your place, at all. So 

nationalism is not my agenda. I couldn’t care less where I was from or where you are from. If your 
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art is going to define you by your place, that is something that I am not actually interested in at 

all.”94—Bharti Kher 
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